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平常是道 
Ordinary Mind is the Way 

translated by Katsuki Sekida 

 

 Joshu asked Nansen, “What is the Way?”  “Ordinary mind is the Way,” Nansen replied.  

“Shall I try to seek after it?” Joshu asked.  “If you try for it, you will become separated from 

it,” responded Nansen.  “How can I know the Way unless I try for it?” persisted Joshu.  

Nansen said, “The Way is not a matter of knowing or not knowing.  Knowing is delusion; not 

knowing is confusion.  When you have really reached the true Way beyond doubt, you will find it 

vast and boundless as outer space.  How can it be talked about on the level of right and 

wrong?”  With these words, Joshu came to a sudden realization. 

 

 This is amazing.  This is really something.  Here comes Joshu and he asks Nansen about 

the Way.  The Way he is asking about is the Great Way.  What he is asking about is what Way 

does the cosmos itself walk.  It is a gigantic Way.  Because he is asking about this 大道 DaiDo  

, this Great Way, you have to really feel what an awesome situation the asking of this question is.  

According to Tathagata Zen there is not even a jot of difference between the Way the great 

cosmos walks, and the Way human beings walk.   And we can also use the word sekaikan世界

観, your way of seeing this world, and jinseikan 人生観, your way of seeing human life, those 

are also the exact same thing as the path people must walk.   

 The moment you are born you already have this world as your home.  There is nothing 

weird at all about knowing that this great cosmos itself is your home.  It’s a great error to think 

that your view of what the world is, and your view of what human life is are in any way 

different.   

 In Tathagata Zen we teach that although everyone has their home with them when they 

are born, that home at the moment of birth is incomplete.  The self is the self which is living in 

this incomplete home, and that’s why we call the self when it is born the incomplete self.  But it 

is incumbent on all things that have appeared, on all things that have been born in this 

incomplete state to manifest the complete self, therefore everyone must find some way, make an 

effort to find their own way to make this entire cosmos their home.  There might be some 

people, however, who say, “Some one such as I, I can’t do something like that!”  But in 

Buddhism we say that it isn’t until you make the entire universe your home that this thing called 

peace of mind, this thing called perfect harmony will appear for you.  In Tathagata Zen we say 

therefore that if you are the kind of person who wants to have peace of mind, that wants to reach 

salvation then somehow or another you have to find a way to do the practice of making the 

activity which forms the universe your content.   

 You can see many articles in magazines and newspapers of people testifying to their own 

experience of having been saved.  But if you really look at what is said it seems fair to say that 

all of these stories are simply self centered ways of thinking of salvation.  It is  simply as if 

when what you want is satisfied then you think you are saved.  If you want money or you want 

love, then even if you get those things it is not the real thing, it is not real salvation.  Buddhism 
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says that it isn’t until you for yourself truly manifest the activity of the entire cosmos that 

salvation will come to you. 

 That is the Way.  This is the real path people must walk in order to find salvation.   And 

this is the Way that Joshu is asking Nansen about here, and I don’t think it was easy even for 

Nansen to answer.  I feel his sweat when I read his answer.   

 But how does he answer?  He says “byojoshinkoredo 平常心是道,” ordinary mind is the 

Way, and it just means, maybe, normal mind is the Way.  It means that there is no Way, there is 

no activity that forms the cosmos or activity which forms your self other than your activity of 

mind.   

 In order to investigate this Way, in order to investigate the way of being of your self, 

Tathagata Zen tells you that you must find a way to investigate using the recognition of two 

mutually opposing activities.  If you do practice from the perspective of Tathagata Zen, if when 

you practice you view things from the point of view of these two mutually opposing activities, 

then you will manifest the wisdom for your self that sees that the ordinary mind, the activity of 

mind is the Way.   

 Yesterday I talked about how there is a teaching called the five skandas in Buddhism.  

And it goes without saying that this teaching called the five skandas is the teaching that these 

two mutually opposing activities bring the self in to being, and also bring the whole universe in 

to being.  Although it is a difficult topic I started explaining about the five skandas yesterday.  

It’s fair to say that the teaching of the five skandas is the very foundation of Buddhism.  But 

also we can say that the five skandas themselves are nothing more than something which comes 

in to being, something which appears through the activity of these two mutually opposing 

activities.  So let’s plant our seats down here, and although it might take some time, let’s really 

study the five skandas.  For beginners I think it will be difficult so I want you to really listen 

carefully.  And also for scholars of Buddhism, people who are studying Buddhism from an 

academic point of view the teaching of the five skandas is difficult for them too, I think. 

 I think I spoke yesterday about how we call these two mutually opposing activities 

various things such as tatha-gata and tatha-agata, thus-going and thus-coming, the activity which 

forms man and the activity which forms woman, the activity of expanding and the activity of 

contracting.  It’s necessary therefore, that in the beginning you simply contemplate these two 

activities themselves in your zazen.  But if you do your contemplation sitting in a home which is 

a flat home, a two dimensional home it won’t be true contemplation.  There is no such world as 

that.  The world that two mutually opposing activities act in is certainly not a flat world.  The 

world these two mutually opposing activities act in is not a flat world, and neither is it a world 

that has east and west, heaven and earth.  If there were such a world the activity of tatha-gata 

and tatha-agata would have unified this world down to one point.  And oppositely the activity of 

tatha-gata and tatha-agata, the activity which forms the cosmos, also manifests the activity of the 

absolute expanse, a condition in which the activity of expanding no longer needs to be done.  

The activities of tatha-gata and tatha-agata do both of these things together, they manifest the 

greatest cosmos, and then they take that activity of the greatest cosmos and they gather it 

together, they shrink it down, they contract it down to a cosmos smaller than the size of a sesame 

seed, the absolutely smallest cosmos.         

 When the condition of the cosmos-as-sesame-seed appears, that condition of the cosmos 

appears through the minus activity, the activity of contracting, the activity of woman taking the 

greatest cosmos and doing her contracting activity and contracting the great cosmos which 

includes everything down.  And finally we can say that the great cosmos has been completely 

contracted when the activity of woman has taken everything and arrived with everything at the 

very source of the activity of man.  

 When the minus activity arrives at the source of plus, is plus there to greet her?  Actually 

he’s not there anymore.  He has simultaneously arrived at the source of minus.  But when plus 

and minus act inevitably they will encounter one another in the very center of the sphere of 
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activity.   Plus and minus are both acting will-lessly, but if we posit them the function of will 

then when they meet they would say, “Ah, it’s great to see you again.”  But plus and minus are 

activities who are acting completely will-lessly so when they meet there is no such thing as 

saying, “It’s great to see you, “ OR “It’s terrible to see you.”   

 When the point of encounter is broken through then immediately plus arrives at the origin 

of minus, and minus arrives at the origin of plus.  Why are there such things as origins?  Why is 

there an origin of plus?  Why is there an origin of minus?  According to Tathagata Zen 

opposing activities will manifest opposing places.  And these places, these origins are not 

fixated.  The moment plus arrives at the origin of minus, and minus arrives at the origin of plus 

they don't’ tarry there, they don’t stop, they don’t fixate there.  For example the moment minus 

arrives at the origin of plus she turns back, does an about face, and faces her own origin.  And 

when plus arrives at the origin of minus he also as well immediately does an about face and faces 

his own origin.  There is no such thing as fixating the condition of the origin.  That’s why we 

say the condition of the origin is not the condition of the origin.   It’s emphasized in Tathagata 

Zen that if you are doing the practice of coming to know the activities of these two mutually 

opposing activities you must learn to recognize these two conditions of their origin, but you also 

must learn to recognize that they are not fixated. 

 It’s fine to study Buddhism from a scholarly perspective, but if you are going to 

investigate in that way this is the principle you first must be able to grasp clearly.   

 This repetitive activity is what we call the condition of the origin of the activity which 

forms the whole universe.  The activity of plus and minus, of expanding and contracting 

repeating over and over again this unifying and facing which is happening completely will-lessly 

is what we also call the activity of true love, or the activity of One True Nature.  If you could 

really understand the principle I’m talking about here you would also know for yourself what 

love is.  You would also know for yourself what is the activity of reality, or the activity of truth. 

 And during this repetitive activity, as I said before, inevitably plus and minus meet one 

another in the middle.  And when the point of encounter is broken through then minus takes as 

her path to walk on the path that plus had been walking on.  And this is when minus can 

experience for herself, can catch the realization for herself of the entire body, or we could say the 

entire road, the complete path.  And plus is the same way.  When he breaks through this place 

of meeting with minus, where will he walk?  The only place for him to walk is the path the 

opposite activity, the minus activity had been walking on.  I know I’m saying the same thing for 

the second time, but you really must contemplate this activity for yourself, that when plus and 

minus break through this point of meeting they arrive at each other’s source, and the immediately 

do an about face and begin returning to their own source, meet again, and then finally breaking 

through this meeting they return to their own source.   

 When the place of encounter is broken through inevitably plus and minus both will 

experience the whole body for themselves.  And this place of meeting we say that in one instant 

this place of meeting is experienced eighty four thousand times.  And the activity that is done 

after the point of encounter is broken through, as the activities return to their own source is what 

we call the activity of One True Nature, or the activity of true love.  And this activity is when 

plus and minus are acting completely will-lessly.  The condition of the origin is always doing 

this activity of plus and minus will-lessly repeating their functioning over and over again.   

 And this activity is an activity which manifests absolutely everything, and also gathers 

everything together in to one point and hides everything.  So we can say that this activity of the 

origin is both the activity of being pregnant with everything, and the activity of giving birth to 

everything.  In the old days the people really took these extremely difficult questions to heart.  

These are extremely difficult questions; to get to the bottom of the mystery of what pregnancy is, 

and the mystery of what birth really is.  Nowadays it’s the scientific era so people don’t really 

think of these activities of birth and pregnancy as being mysterious, they think it is all 

understood already, but in the old days they really took to heart the wonder of it, and they tried to 
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solve the questions as problems of wisdom.  So sages in the past thought they had to solve for 

themselves these questions as questions of the activity of wisdom.   

 And every time this activity of One True Nature, this activity of true love repeats, then as 

a by-product of this activity, if we are going to use a modern term we could say that friction 

occurs.  And as I told you yesterday, friction comes up, and then smoke, and fire breaks out and 

the plus and minus separate.  Appearing here with smoke and fire as its content the condition of 

the separation of plus and minus occurs.  That is the incomplete cosmos.  The incomplete 

activity of emptiness is what we call kukan 空間 , incomplete space.   Kukan, incomplete 

space is something that is possible to see, but it is not possible to see  空ku, emptiness, absolute 

space.   

 So, this incomplete space has smoke and fire as its content, but where did this incomplete 

space come from?  It came from the plus and minus activities both giving of themselves in to 

the interval between themselves.   

 And in the case of birth, in the case of the condition of appearance we can say that plus is 

on the outside, embracing from the outside, and minus is on the inside embracing from the 

inside, or we can just as easily say that it is minus on the outside embracing from the outside, and 

plus on the inside embracing from the inside.  So if you are a Zen student then when you do 

zazen this is what you have to contemplate; you have to contemplate that when the self first 

appears it appears as this ball of fire, and it is being embraced from the outside, and also being 

embraced from the inside.  I wonder if you understand?  Because this is what I always talk 

about I would hope that at least the old students would understand.  Everyone in their process of 

growing and developing recognizes the outside world and the inside world.  In Tathagata Zen, 

in Buddhism we teach that although existent beings who have not developed the function of 

consciousness may not think, may not know that they are being embraced by inside and outside, 

absolutely every existence is in fact being embraced by outside and inside.   

 But as I said before, the self which has been born as this ball of fire is not the complete 

self, it’s the incomplete self.  The self which has appeared has made both plus and minus its 

content, but it has only made 0.00001 of each of these activities its content, and that’s why it is 

incomplete.  And so on your outside and your inside have appeared the conditions of 0.499999 

plus and 0.49999 minus.   

 I wonder if you understand?  I really need you to understand!  No matter how long I sit 

up here talking if you don’t really get it then it’s useless.  Maybe I should just quit giving these 

teishos.  But if I could just get some hint that you just understood a little bit, even though you 

don’t understand it all, then it would give me some motivation for continuing I guess.        

 What we tell you is, you yourself have to contemplate this principle very carefully that 

the self appears having received equally both plus and minus activities, both man and woman 

activities, but it has not received the total amount of these activities.  But as I said yesterday the 

self that has now appeared is the incomplete self and so it doesn’t eat it can’t continue to exist.  

And what does it eat in order to grow up?  And the answer Buddhism gives you, and I’m 

running out of time so I have to hurry, is that it is mother and father you eat.  There is no food 

other than your mother and father.  People go spinning around thinking “I need God to save me, 

I need Buddha to save me, I need money to save me,” and they forget all about food, but first we 

need to solve this problem of food.   

 When we talk about eating mother and father it is through making relationship with 

mother and father that this eating occurs.  And we can also say that food itself only appears 

through the making of relationship with mother and father.  Everyone talks about evolving and 

growing and developing, but without getting in to this problem of food, the food which helps us 

to grow, no religion can be called the real thing.   

 In the case of growing, maturing, at this point the self doesn’t have any ability, it can’t 

take the initiative in the relationship with mother and father.  So it is from mother and father, 
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they are the one’s that have to take the initiative in making relationship.  But there is nothing 

mysterious about this kind of relationship that is being made, the activities of contracting and 

expanding are great activities, they never rest, and so inevitably they will act and make 

relationship with the child, just through following the natural principle of things.  It’s just the 

natural principle of things, the dori 道理, of things, the reason of the way of things.  There is 

no thinking in this acting.  It’s just the way things are.  Mother and father simply make 

relationship with the child following this principle.   

 And Buddhism says that although the personalities or characters of mother and father, 

plus and minus, are different, their strengths are equal.  Men and women have a different kind 

of character, but the strength they have is equal.  Everyone loves to talk about the equality of 

men and women, but what I want you to carefully think about here is that this principle was 

already shouted out clearly by Shakyamuni Buddha twenty five hundred years ago.  Although 

Shakyamuni did tell everybody very clearly about this principle of the equality of men and 

women it wasn’t for two or three hundred years after his death that it actually took effect in his 

sangha.  

 I know this is about where I got to in yesterday’s talk, to the appearance of the self, and 

then the “ching” just came, but I’d like to remind you that I didn’t really get in to all the details 

of it yesterday, but today since it cleared up and it isn’t snowing anymore I felt like I could really 

settle down and get into the details. 

 The self does not have any power, mother and father are the ones who are strong, and so 

they take the initiative, and bearing food they come and make relationship with the child.   

 The strength of mother and father are equal, and so when father pulls the child mother 

will pull equally in the opposite direction, and when mother pulls the child father pulls equally in 

the opposite direction.  When the child goes toward mother’s side it is yanked back to father, 

and vice versa, so the child is always in this state of conflict, being pulled to the left and pulled to 

the right.  And that is when the activity we call feeling arises.  And feeling is the origin of the 

function of consciousness.  That’s what we say in Buddhism.   Why does consciousness come 

in to being?  Without getting to the bottom of this, and simply unconditionally accepting that 

consciousness exists no matter how much you study it won’t be the real thing.   

 But we should stop here because the bell rang. 


